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EXPLORATION OF THE KAISERIN AUGUSTA 
RIVER IN NEW GUINEA, 1912-13 

By C. O. SAUER 

The basin of the large Kaiserin Augusta River, which roughly 
bisects Kaiser Wilhelm Land in the northeastern part of New 
Guinea 1 had been very little known until the German expedition 
of 1912-13 carried out its extensive explorations. The war has 
apparently deferred the publication in detail of the results of this 
important geographical work but it was summarized last year in 
a paper published by the Berlin Geographical Society 2 , of which the 
following is an abstract : 

The expedition for the exploration of the Kaiserin Augusta 
basin, equipped by the German Colonial Office, the Royal Museums 
and the German Colonial Society, reached the Protectorate on Feb- 
ruary 8, 1912. The party was in charge of Bezirksamtmann Stolle, 
and included Ledermann, botanist, Burgers, zoologist, Roesicke r 
ethnographer, and Behrmann, geographer. 

The main base was established near Malu, a village about 250 
miles from the mouth of the river. Here the party was increased 
by four German officials, eleven Chinese boatmen, fifty native sol- 
diers, and numerous carriers. The Kaiserin Augusta River is navi- 
gable by motor boats for a distance of 560 miles and its tributaries 
increase this mileage considerably. The main routes of exploration 
therefore were by water. In the nineteen months which the party 
as a whole spent in the field, all the tributaries as far as the Dutch 
boundary were explored to the extreme limit of their navigability 
and four overland exploring trips were made of an average length 
of three months. 

The main stream is characterized by extensive meanders even in 
its upper course; cut-offs are common, but are destroyed rapidly 
by the rank growth of vegetation. The maximum variation of water- 
level was twenty-four feet, and the highest stage occurred at the end 
of the rainy season. The natural levees attain a height of ten to 
twelve feet and a width of 650 feet. Undercutting is active at low 
water stages, and is facilitated by seepage that softens the stream 

1 Kaiser Wilhelm Land was acquired by Germany in 1886-86. The town and harbor of 
Friedrich Wilhelm, the seat of government, were occupied by the Australian naval forces at the 
end of September last. 

2Qeographische Ergebuisse der Kaiserin- Augustafluss-Expedition. Von Dr. Walter Behr- 
mann. Zeitschrift der Qesellschaft fiir Erdkunde zu Berlin, 1914, No. 4, pp. 849-877. 
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banks. Along the margin of the river, reeds and wild sugar-cane 
grow ; farther back, at least on the upper course, is the forest, whose 
outer edge is usually a young growth of bread-fruit trees. On the 
lower course are vast grassy swamps, infested by mosquitoes. The 
native population is concentrated largely upon the banks of the 
river. Because of the strong shore-current, the Kaiserin Augusta 
has built no regular delta, but its sediments are shifted to the west 
and there have formed a lagoon three miles wide and twelve miles 
long. Below Malu, the country is still in an amphibious condition 
and for the most part impassable. At certain crevasses the river 
inundates regularly large areas, and in these backwaters fish abound. 
Here the natives build villages on piles, attracted by the easy supply 
of food. 

At the mouths of the tributaries is a zone of grassy swamps. 
Above, there are luxuriant forests, which are however in many cases 
merely a screen in front of the sago swamps that intervene between 
river and upland. On the upper tributaries natives were found who 
had never heard of white men and were unacquainted with iron. 
All of the navigable affluents of the Kaiserin Augusta enter from 
the south, five above Malu and three below. The lowest, largest, and 
most interesting of these is the Topfer River, which seems to re- 
ceive a considerable part of its water from the Ramu River, which 
it approaches to within two miles. On its banks live advanced 
tribes, skilled in the making of pottery and engaging in commerce. 

The density of population is less than had been expected. In the 
area visited by the main expedition there are not more than 27,000 
people. The number of tribes is great, and between them are in 
many cases uninhabited buffer zones. The people are mostly small, 
but no pygmies were found; the upper part of their bodies is un- 
usually well developed. On the upper river the houses are charac- 
terized principally by their large size, accommodating about forty 
persons, and by being built upon piles thirteen to twenty feet long. 
The farther downstream, the easier are materials for building se- 
cured from the driftwood of the river. The artistic sense of the 
people expresses itself especially in the assembly-houses, which are 
well designed and elaborately decorated with carvings, paintings, 
and woven goods. In some sections the natives show considerable 
aptitude in the production of cultivated crops, and tobacco grown 
by them has been found to be of excellent grade. 

A meteorological station was kept at Malu, and observations were 
taken at 6 a. m., 2 p. m., and 8 p. m., with the following averages 
(Centigrade) respectively: 23.9°, 31.4°, and 26°. The annual mean 
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was 27.1° C. The total precipitation was 114 inches for the year, 
which is supposed to have been abnormally wet. Kain fell with 
great regularity in the evening or at night, and was often accom- 
panied by violent whirlwinds, which uprooted trees and overturned 
houses. 

From Malu to the Dutch border the lower courses of the tribu- 
taries are abnormally wide, and in many cases form lakes before 
they debouch into the main valley. The mountain mass is here 
sinking at a rate somewhat more rapid than that at which the rivers 
aggrade their flood-plains. Alluvial plains penetrate far into the 




Sketch map of the Kaiserin Augusta Kiver region in German New Quinea. Scale, 1 :4, 400,000. 
Based on Pi. 53 in Petermanns Mitteilungen for December, 1913, which is compiled from the 
original maps in the Mitt, aus den Deutschen Schutzgeb., the Zeitschr. der Gesell. fur Erd- 
hunde zu Berlin and the Deutsches Kolonialblatt. 



interior of the western mountains, and surround numerous out- 
lying spurs. On the east, on the other hand, valley terraces record 
a recent elevation of the land. 

The overland expeditions determined the hitherto virtually un- 
known character of the interior mountains. Progress was very slow 
because of the difficulties encountered, among which the daily fogs, 
the dense vegetation, the absence of anything edible in the forests, 
and the knife-like character of the ridges were .chief. Most trouble- 
some was a forest region, in which heavy washing had laid bare the 
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roots of the trees to a depth of three to five feet, and the roots were 
covered with dripping wet moss. To secure a view it was often 
necessary to make a clearing. On one expedition the crest of the 
central range was reached at an elevation of 5,640 feet. This was 
south of the Hunstein Range, where the central range does not 
exceed 8,200 feet. At the eastern end of the area a high range, 
called the Schrader Range, leads off into the foreland. One of its 
summits, 6,890 feet high, was ascended ; from this place a chain far 
in the interior was observed, which is estimated to rise to 11,700 feet. 
On the west, an expedition penetrated to the area previously ex- 
plored by Leonhard iSehultze. Rocky peaks, joined by knife-like 
ridges, are common. The bared rock surfaces are the result of land- 
slides, caused by the falling of trees, whirlwinds, or cloudbursts. 
The mountains have sharply chiseled erosional forms. 

The main mountain range extends into the former German colony 
from Dutch New Guinea, and takes a course far inland to the 
Bismarck Range. East of the international boundary it divides 
digitately into ranges which decline gradually and disappear be- 
neath the alluvium of the Kaiserin Augusta basin. The coast range 
consists, in so far as it has been examined, of coralline limestone, 
recently elevated. The structure of the island has been determined 
by block-faulting, one of the great lines of displacement being the 
depression occupied by the Kaiserin Augusta-Ramu-Markham val- 
leys. The movements involved still express themselves in frequent 
earthquakes. The rivers are adjusted to the orogenic structure and 
have modified the relief of the mountains. The Kaiserin Augusta 
River flows out of the angle between the West Range and the Dutch 
mountains, and passes around the West Range in a broad arc. 
Tributaries occupy gaps between the other ranges. 

The existence of mineral resources was not investigated. Judg- 
ment is also reserved as to whether plantations could succeed under 
present conditions. 



